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POLLUTION AND EDUCATION 


The Board of Education for the City of 
Toronto commissioned a report, which is now 
available, on the potential effects of a polluted 
envirorment on learning; and on school-safe materials. 
The report, called Recommendations for Action 
on Pollution and Education in Toronto, was 
prepared by the Board's Pollution amd Education 
Review Group and was written by the [Board's 
consultants, Bruce M. Small amd = Associates 
Limited. Some of its findings are summarized 
below. 


A. Effects on Learning 


The research has shown that even low levels 
of envirormental contaminants can significantly 
affece the health, learning and behaviour of 
children and school staff. 


The report makes it clear that same children 
and teachers are having off-days that may be due 
to the odour of a floor-cleaning chemical, the 
fumes from a bunsen burner, or the solvents in an 
art class. Some are affected physically, and may 
suffer from headaches, nausea, or pallor. Others 
may experience difficulty thinking, mood changes, 
or hyperactivity. 


Tagging envirormentally-sensitive children 
with learning disability labels has, in sam 
cases, led to further problems. Such children may 
be extremely bright under some conditions (e.g. 
at home or outside) but they may experience a 
great deal of difficulty thinking under other 
conditions. A canton approach has been to focus 
on the symptams of the problem (e.g. a specific 
learning disability) rather than to explore and 
remove underlying causes (e.g. an adverse reaction 
to dust from chalk or to formaldehyde vapour from 
particleboard and rugs). 


Research has proven that for same children, 
controlled diet and envirormental conditions lead 
to an iniprovement in both health and learning. 
Tt may now be necessary to consider a new class 
of learning disability, perhaps tagged by the 
factor which causes or aggravates the problem (e.g. 
environmental ly-sensitive or food-allergic) 
instead of by the sympran. Such categories might 
help school boards provide, as prescribed by Bill 
82, the conditions under which such children could 
learn normally. 
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B. School-Safe Materials 


One of the primary conclusions of the Board's 
Pollution and Education Report is that many of the 
materials within our schools and used in school 
activities are mot safe for everyone. Some 


‘individuals experience immediate adverse 


reactions, while the remainder of the school 
population may show no immediate signs as a result 
of their exposure to these contaminants. 


Some of the seemingly-innocent campounds 
that have caused difficulties include paints, 
cleaners, new carpets, chalk amd laboratory 
chemicals. These materials may rot be considered 
hazardous in the traditional sense since their 
emissions may be well below toxic limits if they 
are used according to instructions. They may even 
be labelled ‘non-toxic’, yet there are many people 
who may react adversely to then. 


Will there ever be truly '‘school-safe’ 
materials? Yes, many already exist and sare 
improvements could be made over the situation 
today. Most substances that now enter the school 
envirorment have never been tested for the 
possibility of subtle health and learning effects. 
In the future, greater attention should be given 
at purchasing time to the possible contaminants 
associated with each and every school product. 
Industry is responding and will respond more when 
the need for better materials is made clear by 
school boards. 


Some materials require special conditions 
for their use. A special paint which may dry 
to an odourless state may still affect some people 
for awhile after it is applied. It is important 
to establish ways of installing or using such 
materials so that illness is prevented. Many 
people who made submissions to the Board's 
Pollution and Education study suggested, for 
example, that painting should not be done while 
classes are in session. 


Uncil the machinery is in place to properly 
evaluate all school materials for their effects 
on health, it may be necessary to establish a 
small mmber of '"low-pollution’’ classroans in 
each school or area. These specially-finished 
rooms use substitute materials that are known 
to be tolerated by sensitive individuals. Such 
classroans can provide a temporary refuge for 
the most sensitive students and staff, and can 
be used as a testing chamber for evaluating the 
effects of environment on individuals. 


C. Recognizing the Signs 


One of the greatest challenges to school 
boards regarding pollucion amd education is that 
of bringing everyone up to date on the problen. 
Few people are presently aware of the extent to 
which envirormental factors can affect an 
individual's education. 


One of the most effective ways of addressing 
problems caused by pollution in schools is to 
educate everyone involved. The Board's Pollution 
and Education Review Group concluded == that 
pollution problens today cammot be solved by 
central action at the Board level alone. Parents 
and teachers who have been trained to recognize 
the subtle early signs of environmental 
sensitivity can often catch a problem early ard 
short-circuit it before there is too mich damage. 
To accamplish this also requires a new kind of 
responsiveness by principals, area superintendents 
and Board Officials. 


Once parents and teachers know what to look 
for, it has been conmon for then to say that all 
the signs and symptoms were there for a long tim, 
but they did not know how to interpret them. The 
Pollucion and Education Review Group also heard 
fron many individuals who understood precisely the 
nature and origin of their problems, but whose 
calls far attention had fallen on deaf ears. 


It is important to have good information 
available on pollution and education. It is also 
helpful to have groups and organizations available 
to give personal help to people with these types 
of problems. 


D. Recommendations 


The report makes ten recommendations. The 
Board of Education approved, in principle, 
recommendations 1 to 9, and adopted recommendation 
10. The ten recommendations are that the Board 
of Education: 


1. Determine school-safe materials and 
activities, and find alternative schedules 


for painting and renovating. 


2. Establish a trouble-shooting group of 
technical staff to solve pollution problems, 
and designate environmental study schools for 
establishing procedures. 
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3. Implement new ways of getting feedt 
carry out followup interv 
respordents to help solve proble. 


4. Increase awareness of the effec. 
pellution through to the classroan le 
starting by preparing learning materials. 


5. Upgrade the Board's pollution measuring 
capability, starting by consulting with 
experts on an economical strategy. 


6. Provide experimental low-pollution 
classrooms, starting with studying the need 
and recomending locations. 


7. Discourage all smking in schools, starting 
by designating sane experimental no-atoking 
schools. 


8. Explore the role of the internal and external 
enrivonment in chronic learning problems, 
starting by establishing a study group. 


9. Mandate the Board's Pollution and Education 
Review Group to approach outside 
organizations regarding pollution, starting 
by: 


“Approaching other Boards re joint action; 
“approaching other goverrment levels 
re funding, 

*Encouraging action by government agencies, 
including development of air quality 
guidelines suitable for children in 
schools ; 

“Encouraging further research by others, 


10. Prepare a detailed implementation and 
financing plan, including reallocation within 
the 1985 progran, to initiate the above 
actions. 


OTTO C. A. LANGMARK, Dip, T.P., 
Dipl. Ing. Arch., F.R.A.S., M.C.I.P. 
Planner-Demographer 


N.B. Copies of the Pollution and Education 
Report may be obtained from Otto Langm 
Tel: 591-8307 in Toronto. 
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